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Abstract 
Social entrepreneurship can be conceived generally as a creative force born to address 
emergent or longstanding unfulfilled community needs occurring within or across the 
non-profit, business or government sectors. In this paper, we consider the current case 
study of a collective comprising a non-profit community organisation, pro-bono design 
group and university researchers and its attempts to negotiate the tension between 
social innovation and social entrepreneurship in order to address the lack of suitable 
options for independent living for individuals with disabilities and their families.  With 
much of the developed world coming to terms with a rapidly aging population, and 
increased survival rates for individuals with disabilities, there has never been a more 
opportune time to consider work such as this which attempts to address social and 
market gaps in a socially innovative and inclusive way.  
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Introduction 
This paper examines both the current situation of a collective that formed to address the 
lack of suitable options for independent living for individuals with disabilities and their 
families. The collective, involving a non-profit community organisation, a pro-bono 
multidisciplinary design group and university researchers has been evolving over the last 
twelve months to the stage where it is presently working with the first of 52 families to 
develop social and financial support and design responses that suit their particular 
needs and aspirations. The paper describes how an inclusive design ideology has 
steered the formation of the Livingin collective and how this provides an opportunity to 
further explore the phenomenon of social entrepreneurship and its relationship with 
emerging concepts of and issues to do with social enterprise and social innovation. 
“Social entrepreneurship is still emerging as an area for academic inquiry. Its theoretical 
underpinnings have not been adequately explored, and the need for contributions to 
theory and practice are pressing” [1]. 
 
The Livingin project: addressing unfulfilled community needs  
Like many western nations there has been a marked trend away from the 
institutionalisation of individuals with disabilities that was the norm in previous 
generations. Further awareness on the matter was raised through the UN charter 
convention on the rights of persons with disabilities [2] (December 2006, ratified by 
Australia 17th July 2008), particularly Article 19, (entitled “living independently and being 
included in the community”) which states: 
Parties to this Convention recognize the equal right of all persons with disabilities to 
live in the community, with choices equal to others, and shall take effective and 
appropriate measures to facilitate full enjoyment by persons with disabilities of this 
right and their full inclusion and participation in the community, including by ensuring 
that: 
a. Persons with disabilities have the opportunity to choose their place of residence 
and where and with whom they live on an equal basis with others and are not 
obliged to live in a particular living arrangement; 
b. Persons with disabilities have access to a range of in-home, residential and other 
community support services, including personal assistance necessary to support 
living and inclusion in the community, and to prevent isolation or segregation 
from the community; 
c. Community services and facilities for the general population are available on an 
equal basis to persons with disabilities and are responsive to their needs. 
 
This vision of independent living however stands in stark contrast to the reality faced 
by Australian families living with disability. The true reality has been uncovered 
repeatedly and clearly in numerous government reports and investigations (Younger 
People with Disability in Residential Aged Care Program: 2007-2008, Disability Support 
Services: 2007-2008, Disability in Australia: Sept 2009, Carer’s National Data 
Repository: 2009, Australia’s Welfare: 2009) all of which paint a picture significantly 
different to the UN ideal.  The 2003 Australian Bureau of Statistics report indicated that 
79% of all people with a disability received care from family and friends “mainly partners, 
parents or children” [3]. This survey also highlighted the fact that the more severe the 
limitation of an individual, the higher the level of unmet need. Statistically, a staggering 
50% of those with a profound limitation reported that their needs were only partly met or 
not met at all.  So this begs the question, what are the current true choices available to 
individuals and families living with disability in Queensland? 
 
The last several decades have been witness to mass government closure of 
institutions, and as a result social housing places were made available for those 
dislocated by this movement. While the provision of housing places was quickly 
responded to, the provision of care was a much more difficult matter to handle. Care 
budgets dictated that many individuals were forced to group together with others, often 
strangers, to combine their budgets in order to be able to afford 24-hour care. It is not 
surprising then that families raising children with disabilities chose to remain as the 
around the clock carers rather than place their children in group housing or the only 
other full time institutional option still available, aged care facilities.  Although families 
caring in their homes received varying levels of government assistance, a vicious 
cyclical problem evolved due to the ‘needs based assessment system’, whereby 
individuals already receiving adequate family care were not considered high enough 
priority to justify the increased care provision that would allow them to live 
independently. This has resulted in a generation of parents who have cared for their 
adult children with disabilities their whole lives and are now facing an uncertain future 
where they will no longer be able to provide this care but do not have suitable 
alternatives available to them to start the often long transition process for their children. 
This phenomenon is mirrored clearly in other countries such as the United States by 
researchers such as Matthew Janiki who reported in January 2010 that “…there is a low 
expectation that families – who are the primary carers – will be able to continue to 
provide care for all of the older adults who will need care” [4].  It is against this backdrop 
of ‘social lack’ that our case study of social entrepreneurialism is set. 
 
If there is not resounding agreement in the theoretical literature as to what constitutes 
social entrepreneurship, there does seem to be much more accord as to the 
circumstances that give rise to it. Austin et al observe that social-purpose organizations 
emerge  “when there is social-market failure, i.e. commercial market forces do not meet 
a social need, such as in public goods (Weisbrod, 1975, 1977) or in contract failure 
(Nelson & Krashinsky, 1973).  This is often due to the inability of those needing the 
services to pay for them” [5]. Others like Jo Barraket also see the advent of social 
entrepreneurialism where there is a need to provide “essential local services in the face 
of state and market failure” [6]. 
 
It is this dream to achieve independent and greater choice in living arrangements, and 
the clear lack of market-state response to the problem, that has given rise to the Livingin 
collective. Comprising a local non-profit community organisation, a pro-bono design 
group and university researchers, the collective has taken on the daunting task of 
designing a model of independent living which addresses this current void.  While the 
design process itself is in its infancy, what is of special interest to this study is not only 
the way in which this particular instance of social entrepreneurialism has incarnated but 
also some of the unique challenges and opportunities that are inherent in the process. It 
is hoped that by exploring the particulars of this case study that it can help inform and 
guide other operators currently navigating their own winding path in this ‘third sector’ [7]. 
 
Towards the vision through inclusion and innovation 
The vision of the Livingin collective aligns with the community organisation’s vision of 
fair, sustainable communities that instil hope, embrace diversity, promote safety, and in 
which all people feel a sense of belonging.  For parents with children with a disability this 
means ensuring that, after they die or can no longer be the primary carers, their children 
can remain living in their home. Explicitly supporting this vision are values of self-
determination, social justice, inclusion, and innovation; values given specific attention by 
the collective in terms of its organisation, operation and output.  
 
From the outset then the collective has sought to adopt an inclusive approach 
involving all members and client families in the decision-making and design process 
giving equal value to their roles and contribution. In part this has been informed by the 
consensus design approach developed by Christopher Day as well as by inclusive 
design goals that unlike universal design goals encourage a more holistic and dialectic 
appreciation of the relationship between people and their environment. Underpinning this 
is an awareness of the complexity of the project and the need for an innovative approach 
and outcome.  
 
Social innovation 
As will be evident in relation to ‘social entrepreneurship’, it is difficult to find authors who 
agree on a definition for ‘social innovation’. For several, their approach is to differentiate 
it from other forms of innovation such as business innovation, technological innovation, 
artistic innovation and the like [8]. In terms of conceptions of social innovation these 
include social innovation as institutional change culturally, normatively or regulatively 
(that is, change aimed at improving the quality or the quantity of life), social innovation in 
relation to social purpose especially through organizations whose primary purposes are 
social, social innovation as directed to the social good; and social innovation whose 
central feature is improvement in the quality of life.  In terms of the latter, Pol & Ville refer 
to the OECD LEED Forum on Social Innovation, 2000 and their clear distinction between 
social innovation and business innovation [9].  
 
Addressing needs ignored by the general market, social innovation according to the 
Forum “…deals with improving the welfare of individuals and community through 
employment, consumption or participation, its express purpose being therefore to 
provide solutions for individual and community problems” [10]. In contrast, business 
innovation involves the creation of ideas for the purposes of making money and that 
these ideas are either technologically or organizationally based. Of course, as Pol & Ville 
point out “Social innovations are not necessarily driven by the profit motive and business 
innovations need not be social innovations” [11]. In their summary, Pol & Ville suggest 
the following: “…an innovation is termed a social innovation if the implied new idea has 
the potential to improve either the quality or the quantity of life” [12]. Further it might do 
this by resolving existing social, cultural, economic and environmental challenges in the 
process permanently altering the perceptions, behaviours and structures that previously 
gave rise to these challenges [13]. However, as pointed out by Taylor [14], social 
innovation as social form is very likely to “disrupt complex and valued roles, identities, 
and skills” challenging and angering whole communities. Indeed for Duran [15] this is 
fundamental for such change to be innovative: “A violation of normative expectations has 
the potential of entering and affecting the social terrain interactively with positive 
feedbacks, generating non-linear processes of innovation and social change”. 
 
In relation to the Livingin project the above can be encapsulated in this group seeking 
a novel response to a social problem “…that is more effective, efficient, sustainable, 
[and] just than existing solutions and for which the value created accrues primarily to 
society as a whole rather than private individuals” [16]; to producing innovations 
conducive to enabling persons with disabilities full inclusion and participation in the 
community including the ability to choose where they live. Innovation, however, is a 
process as well as a product with innovative outcomes demanding innovative 
approaches. “Innovation is both a process and a product”…”One stream explores the 
organizational and social processes that produce innovation, such as: individual 
creativity, organizational structure, environmental context, and social and economic 
factors. The other stream approaches innovation as an outcome that manifests itself in 
new products, product features, and production methods” [17]. 
 
According to Phills, there are three critical mechanisms for social innovation: 
1. exchanges of ideas and values; 
2. shifts in roles and relationships; 
3. integration of private capital with public and philanthropic support [18] 
 
In many ways these mechanisms are central to activating the following principles of 
innovation proposed by Taylor [19]:  
1. the principle of maximum investment through staff commitment and solidarity  
2. the principle of co-optation with people working across groups  
3. the principle of egalitarian responsibility where each member was involved in all 
aspects of the project fully engaged creatively  
4. the principle of research as creative play 
5. the principle of the research leader as spokesperson and ideologist 
 
Many of these mechanisms and principles have been adopted by the Livingin project 
evident in part through the membership of the project team. As referred to previously, 
the project team comprises a non-profit community organisation, a pro-bono 
multidisciplinary design group and university researchers (Figure 1). For the designers 
participating in the project, the pro bono context offers opportunities not normally 
afforded in commercial practice. This is borne out in interviews with the designers where 
they express liberation and excitement by having the opportunity to work outside the 
normal hierarchical and highly competitive ‘business’ environment; one where discipline 
boundaries can be breached and participants can collaboratively and collectively work 
together regardless of age or experience to develop new knowledge and make a real 
difference in people’s lives. In this respect the lack of concern for profit operating within 
an environment of trust and respect fosters for these designers a more collegial, 
explorative and experimental attitude. Collier [20] points to respect as a pre-requisite to 
ethical practice, and indeed “respect is implicated in empathy, but respect is a quality 
which has been conspicuous by its absence in everyday ‘built environment’ situations 
where different players come together to construct a project”. 
 
  
Figure 1: The Livingin Collective 
 
In addition, the project enables designers to work more closely with the end-users and 
with them imagine and action more responsive possibilities. While design is by definition 
about imaging new or alternative scenarios, the business side of design often 
jeopardizes attempts to put user concerns at the forefront. As pointed out by Collier, 
“…empathy between end-users and architects is an essential but not always realized 
part of morality in architecture …and when extended more widely than a given situation, 
may lead architects to question the social, political and ecological contexts of their work 
and thus motivate them to prioritise the ‘ethical’ in all the choices they make” [21]. By 
engaging in the collective, the designers can more fully exercise ‘moral imagination’ and 
through this the realization of environmentally and socially responsive design. 
 
The participatory and exploratory nature of the project and its social innovation 
mandate is underpinned and reinforced through the integration of research and the 
operation of the project in accordance with action research methodology. As conveyed in 
Figure 1, the research team is regarded as a partner along with the design action team 
and the community organization. The boundaries between these teams are consciously 
challenged by inviting members to work in multiple roles for example researchers as 
designers, designers as researchers, clients as designers, and so on. While the 
inclusion of a research group highlights the speculative and exploratory nature of the 
project and associated requirements of criticality, rigour and ethical conduct, it also plays 
an integral role in recording, reporting and disseminating process and outcomes, in the 
process making its contribution to knowledge accessible and open to public and 
academic scrutiny. 
 
In all, the approach adopted by the Livingin project gives emphasis to the collective as 
a social group of “…highly diverse staff working cooperatively over an extended period 
of time…”, as well as emphasis to  “…research as an integral part of the project…” 
working within the community across a variety of agencies and groups [22]. 
 
In the case of the Livingin project this is currently funded from several sources 
including philanthropies, government, banks, social enterprise, and volunteers from the 
design and research teams of the collective. The social enterprises arm undertakes 
activities to contribute to the financial viability of the organisation as well as producing 
positive social outcomes. One such activity is to do with property acquisition, the goals of 
which are: affordable social housing; disability accessible housing; and contribution to 
the financial sustainability of the parent non-profit organization. In terms of the Livingin 
project a construction and landscaping business has been established for commercial as 
well as for the not-for-profit activity of the Livingin independent living project in its pursuit 
of specific social goals. The complexity and the enormity of securing funding for these 
self-sustaining entities in an increasingly competitive market has forced the NGO CEO 
and the Living in project manager to be much more entrepreneurially creative sometimes 
at the expense of other responsibilities. “Social entrepreneurs are thus required to spend 
a significant portion of their time, on an ongoing basis, cobbling together numerous 
grants, many of which come with spending restrictions and varied expectations of 
accountability, just to meet day-to-day operating costs.  The duration of funding tends to 
be considerably shorter in term for social enterprises, with grants often being made on 
an annual basis, thereby creating an ongoing pressure for social entrepreneurs to give 
fundraising activities priority ahead of most other management demands” [23]. Or 
alternatively, “launching and running a venture consumes scarce management 
resources, diluting an organization’s focus on it’s social programs” [24].  
 
To the present stage the salary of the community organisation project coordinator and 
other associated salaries have been paid chiefly through philanthropic funding. 
Research has been funded through consultancy funding, the involvement of PhD 
students and pro bono work, and design through the voluntary services of the design 
action group. The funding required to secure blocks of land for the design and 
construction of independent living housing which would then be leased or purchased by 
the families has been sought from social enterprise activities operated by the community 
organization. In this respect, the main role of the community organization and Livingin 
project coordinator has been one of what could be described as social entrepreneurship. 
 
Social entrepreneurship 
Austin et al attempt to summarize the spectrum of definitions of social entrepreneurship 
in the following way: 
 
“Definitions of social entrepreneurship range from broad to narrow.  In the 
former, social entrepreneurship refers to innovative activity with a social objective 
in either the for-profit sector, such as in social purpose commercial ventures (e.g. 
Dees and Anderson, 2003; Emerson and Twersky, 1996) or in corporate social 
entrepreneurship (e.g. Austin, Leonard, Reficco, and Wei-Skillern, 2004); or in 
the nonprofit sector, or across sectors, such as hybrid structural forms which mix 
for-profit and nonprofit approaches (Dees 1998).  Under the narrow definition, 
social entrepreneurship typically refers to the phenomenon of applying business 
expertise and market-based skills in the nonprofit sector such as when nonprofit 
organizations develop innovative approaches to earn income (Reis, 1999; 
Thompson, 2002)” [25] 
 
On the surface then, the label of social entrepreneurship “implies a blurring of sector 
boundaries” [26] each word carrying association with fields often perceived as being far 
removed from each other.  Some see this blurring of conceptual frameworks as a 
positive thing, “It combines the passion of a social mission with an image of business-
like discipline, innovation, and determination” [27]. Coombes and Murphy also align with 
the more transcendent ideal that “Social entrepreneurship goes beyond the market-state 
dichotomy” [28], however there are also those that feel that the separate elements have 
the potential to be at odds with each other. This is particularly evident when not-for-profit 
organizations set up commercial entities to fund their social goals. 
 
Tensions and challenges 
In all, there is the potential for tension between social innovation motives and the need 
to manage the enterprise as a business. As Wei Skillern warns, “Differences in mission 
will be a fundamental distinguishing feature between social and commercial 
entrepreneurship that will manifest itself in multiple areas of enterprise management and 
personnel motivation.   Commercial and social dimensions within the enterprise may be 
a source of tension” [29].  
 
What this points to is the need for caution when translating and transferring concepts 
of entrepreneurship from the commercial sector to the non-profit sector. There are as 
several authors point out quite fundamental differences. “…unlike purely commercial 
enterprises, nonprofits focus on both financial and non-financial concerns” [30].. “While 
networks are important in commercial entrepreneurship, political and relationship 
management skills are of utmost importance to social entrepreneurs because such a 
large portion of the resources they rely upon for success are outside their direct control” 
[31]. In addition, “..research suggests that grantor-grantee relationships are often a more 
powerful determinant of the grant decision than the particulars of the proposal [32].  
 
In the case of the Livingin project both enterprise and not-for-profit activities are 
situated within the housing market; the former involved in universal design housing for 
the general market, and the latter, specialized independent living housing. Irrespective of 
the social mandate driving these activities, these markets are highly competitive and as 
with all markets “…do not work as well for social entrepreneurs.  In particular, markets 
do not do a good job of valuing social improvements, public goods and harms, and 
benefits for people who cannot afford to pay” [33]. Added to this is the difficulty in 
determining whether sufficient social value is created to justify the resources used [34]. 
“Even when improvements can be measured and attributed to a given intervention social 
entrepreneurs often cannot capture the value they have created in an economic form to 
pay for the resources they use” [35]. In the experience of Foster and Bradach, in the 
world of the social entrepreneur, there is “…a tendency to overlook or undercount 
commercial ventures’ operating costs (including management time, facilities costs, and 
other overhead expenses).  In addition, the reported “profitability” may not adequately 
account for hefty start-up costs” [36]. Overall, “The social purpose of the social 
entrepreneur creates greater challenges for measuring performance than the 
commercial entrepreneur who can rely on relatively tangible and quantifiable measures 
of performance such as financial indicators, market share, customer satisfaction, and 
quality” [37].   
 
In this particular case, one of the most obvious dangers inherent in negotiating the 
relationship between social innovation and social entrepreneurship, is the potential for 
the entrepreneurial activities to dilute or even operate at cross purposes to the social 
innovation.  Currently there has been tension generated within the project resulting from 
a blurring of boundaries between the branding and marketing of the social arm and the 
entrepreneurial activity.  While the association of the entrepreneurial venture with the 
social project may be seen to enhance it’s perceived value, concern has been raised 
over the potential for this association to reduce the social value creation credibility of the 
pro-bono activity, casting a perceived shadow over the groups motivations.   
 
The project, in it’s current state has further given rise to a number of questions that do 
not appear to be widely considered in the current literature on social innovation and 
social entrepreneurship.  Namely, how closely aligned do the values of the 
entrepreneurial arm of a social venture need to be to it’s social value creation in order for 
both to co-exist without one negatively impacting  on the other?  Does entrepreneurial 
activity within a social enterprise genuinely add credibility to the organisation through 
creating outside perceptions of discipline and a business-like image?     
 
The way forward 
In all, there is inherently the potential for conflict for social innovation relying solely on 
social entrepreneurship as it is generally conceived and implemented. While this conflict 
is emerging in the Livingin project it is being offset somewhat by the pro bono 
involvement of designers and researchers and while this has its own complexities and 
challenges, the designers and researchers most definitely do not regard themselves as 
entrepreneurs. Apart from not having to fund the design and to some extent the research 
component, the altruistic and activist motives of the designers and the researchers are 
very much upfront providing a healthy counterpoint to the commercial drivers of the 
project. “The presumption that economic self-interest drives most economic activity in 
organizations can lead to dangerous and expensive mistakes.  Whether in nonprofit or in 
for-profit organizations, the whole person with multiple motivations and capacities 
creates the energy and determines the nature of the outcome” [38]. 
 
As proposed by Phills et al, “People creating social change, as well as those who fund 
and support them, must look beyond the limited categories of social entrepreneurship 
and social enterprise” [39]. “…we need to recognize that the processes through which 
social innovations emerge, diffuse,  and succeed (or fail) need to be seen as distinct 
rather than conflated with our definitions of social innovation, social entrepreneurship, or 
social enterprise” [40].  
 
“Finally, we believe the most important implication is the importance of recognizing the 
fundamental role of cross-sector dynamics: exchanging ideas and values, shifting roles 
and relationships, and blending public, philanthropic, and private resources” [41]. 
Because the Livingin project recognizes that “difficult problems demand input by all” [42], 
there is a conscious attempt to work with a variety of organizations across public, private 
and not-for-profit sectors. “Increasingly, innovation blossoms where the sectors 
converge. At these intersections, the exchanges of ideas and values, shifts in roles and 
relationships, and the integration of private capital with public and philanthropic support 
generate new and better approaches to creating social value” [43]. In this respect and as 
outlined in this paper we are only just beginning to understand these dynamics and 
through this understanding to broker a dialogue [44] that represents a new and exciting 
way forward.   
 
In all the team is cognisant of the potential for both positive and negative impacts 
resulting from the creation of new relationships and business models and it is hoped that 
through the careful documentation of this process as it unfolds that lessons learnt will be 
able to assist other’s in navigating this new terrain. 
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